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Project Description  
 

Background Information: 

 Epistemology, in a general sense, is the study of knowledge: what is truth and how we 

come to know truth. What makes a belief justified to hold as truth? What determines a statement 

to be a true statement? How can we come to know truth? What exactly does the word “truth” 

actually mean? These are all questions epistemology seeks to explore. 

  

 The epistemology of disagreement is an area of epistemological study that deals with a 

common scenario that warrants philosophical investigation. We generally consider people in a 

field of study to be peers. As peers, these people are equals. They are both rational. They both 

encounter the same types of evidence and experience the same types of arguments. Often, they 

are even taught in similar environments and may have similar upbringings. However, these peers 

may reach very different conclusions from one another about the exact same problem. Even after 

arguing with one another, they will still hold onto their original conclusion. For example, two 

weathermen could both analyze the same weather patterns and give different conclusions to 

whether it will rain or not in the upcoming week. This, however, seems to be odd occurrence. If 

both men are rational and see the same evidence, then why would they ever reach different 

conclusions? Is it ever possible for both peers to be rationally justified in the belief that their 

conclusion is correct? If both men are rationally justified in holding different beliefs, then what 

does this mean for establishing truth? How should we, as intellectuals looking from the outside, 

deal with the epistemological problems this generates? There is also a moral line of questions 

dealing with the moral treatment of disagreeing peers. These questions are of particular 

importance in a diverse, open, and democratic society. How should we, as peers ourselves, deal 

with this situation in our personal lives? How can we approach and debate with someone who is 

just as rationally justified in their beliefs as we are in ours? When we must make a moral 

decision based on the conclusions of disagreeing peers, with whom should we side? These are 

the questions the study of the epistemology of disagreement wishes to explore. 

 

 Various philosophers approach the subject in different ways. Some would say that two 

peers can never be rationally justified in different conclusions. These philosophers might argue 

in different ways, but they conclude that peers can never actually be rationally justified in 

different conclusions. They generally believe in “the uniqueness thesis”: the claim that, given a 

set of arguments and evidence, rational people will only reach one valid conclusion. Others claim 

that they can be rationally justified in holding different conclusions. Again, they might hold this 

position for different reasons; for example, some might claim that what we ultimately consider 

truth and justification to be is relative to different peers. On the topic of internal self, various 

philosophers explore the notion that, although we are just as rationally justified as our peers in 

our conclusions, we have reason to continue to hold our own personal conclusions over others. 

Some claim that we are still rationally justified in our personal beliefs while others take a more 



skeptical route and say peer disagreement leads to the conclusion that our justifications for our 

beliefs are not as rational as we like to believe. 

 

The Epistemology of Disagreement and Related Philosophical Problems 

 In this SOAR Project, Zachary will explore, interact, and ultimately create a thesis on the 

epistemology of disagreement. After examining the multiple facets and various positions on the 

subject, he will write a strong and scholarly research paper on the epistemology of disagreement. 

Zachary must ultimately answer this question: can two peers be rationally justified in holding 

different conclusions? If he says no, he must justify his position by defending some version of 

the uniqueness thesis. If he says yes, the he must somehow deal with the consequences that this 

creates and ultimately explain why the uniqueness thesis fails. For example, he might conclude 

that the rational justification for truth is relative and must then go on to deal with the problems 

and objections to this conclusion. He must explain how one can continue to hold onto his own 

personal conclusion when his other peers are just as rational justified in their beliefs as he is. 

Even after the epistemological part of the work is done, Zachary must also detail the ethics of 

disagreement, i.e., to explain, from a moral perspective, how to treat fellow peers who appear to 

reach rational conclusions and how to respond to disagreements within society. 

 

 I am qualified and have experience with both epistemology as a general field and the 

specific subfield of the epistemology of disagreement. I teach the course of Epistemology here at 

Moravian College. As an advisor, I know Zachary and believe him to be up to the task of 

analyzing these questions. However, he will definitely benefit from my guidance and experience 

with the material. 

 

Roles and Responsibilities  
 

Faculty Responsibilities:  

• Guide the student towards the best sources of research.  

• Share and critique research in progress.  

• Engage the student in philosophical discussion.  

• Meet regularly with the student.  

• Verify proper understanding of views and arguments.  

• Ensure that the project stays on schedule.  

• Edit the student’s written work.  

• Establish scholarly standards for the student’s work so that it may be disseminated in the best 

way possible (i.e., undergraduate conferences and journals). 

 

Student Responsibilities: 

• Read and Research: examine thoroughly ALL positions and their objections so as to be up to 

date with the most current research on the topic.  

• Critical Discussion: by attending regular meetings with the SOAR advisor, the student will 

engage in rigorous philosophical discussions.  

• Formulate Views: develop an original and strong thesis and outline for the project.  

• Formulate Arguments: defending the intended position using well-constructed and articulated 

arguments.  



• Formulate Objections: identify and address all possible objections to the thesis. This will 

further strengthen the student’s argument.  

• Writing: the student will be expected to write a paper of scholarly worth with the aims of being 

published.  

• Editing: the student will engage in multiple stages of editing to ensure the quality of the final 

paper.  

• SOAR Meetings: the student will attend all SOAR meetings 

 

Time-Table 

Week Topic Description 

1 Rational Justification Research the concept of “rational justification” more fully. 

Reading, analyzing, and discussion. 

2 The Uniqueness Thesis 

(Affirmative) 

Research the various viewpoints that hold there cannot be 

two different rationally justified conclusions amongst peers. 

Reading, analyzing, and discussion. 

3 The Uniqueness Thesis 

(Negative) 

Research the various viewpoints that hold there can be two 

different rationally justified conclusions amongst peers. 

Reading, analyzing, and discussion. 

4 The Uniqueness Thesis Extensive research upon the philosophical position the 

student wishes to take Some formal writing should start at 

this point. 

5 Moral Implications of the 

Epistemology of 

Disagreement 

Research the moral implications of the various viewpoints 

to the epistemology of disagreement, with a specific 

emphasis on the student’s position. Reading, analyzing, and 

discussion. 

6 First Draft of Paper Hand in first draft to SOAR advisor. Begin the editing 

process. 

7 Continuation of Research 

and Editing 

Editing intensive. Additional research will be performed 

where necessary in order to strengthen the paper. 

8 Second Draft of Paper Second draft of paper will be completed. Intensive editing 

9 Editing A holistic evaluation of the project occur. Re-evaluate the 

view, arguments and conclusions. Re-examine opposing 

views and counter-arguments 

10 Final Draft Finalize the project. Finish bibliography and ensure all in-

text citations are correct. Submit paper to undergraduate 

philosophy journals. Send submission to conferences. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Epistemology of Disagreement and Subsequent Philosophical Problems 

Student: Zachary Molchany, Philosophy Major  

Expected Graduation: Spring 2016  

 

Faculty: Arash Naraghi, Assistant Professor of Religion and Philosophy  

 

On campus housing is not requested.  

 

Rationale:  
 Even though I have never taken an official class with a focus on epistemology, I, as a 

philosophy major, am very interested in the field of study. The area that epistemology ultimately 

deals with, the nature of what truth is and the justification of how we come to know truth, is one 

of the most pertinent areas in the field of philosophy. The particular questions I wish to explore 

are ones that strike at the heart of epistemology and illustrate why it is such an important field of 

study. Two peers are equals: both are completely rational and have seen the same arguments and 

evidence. However, they reach very different conclusions. Is it possible for both of these people 

to be rationally justified in their beliefs? If so, what does this mean for the nature of truth and 

how we go about discovering it? Is it even possible for two rational people who look at the same 

exact evidence and arguments to reach different conclusions? What does the epistemology of 

disagreement mean for the study of philosophy and truth in general? Am I really as justified in 

what I believe to be true as I ought to be? These are questions I find relevant not only because of 

their intellectual merit, but because, ultimately, they bear an actual impact upon our everyday 

lives. They make us pause and reconsider how much we actually know, reminding us of the 

limits of our capacity to discover truth. Similarly, I think we should explore the ethical 

implications of the epistemology of disagreement because it directly relates to how we should 

react to disagreement amongst both our personal peers and the larger society as a whole. 

 

 My career goal is to become a philosophy professor. Philosophy is not an easy field to get 

into on a professional level: graduate schools are very competitive. One cannot just be good, as 

most people who consider philosophy on a professional level are very intelligent. One must be 

extraordinary and stand out amongst other applicants. I hope that this SOAR project will give me 

both a research paper that will stand out amongst others and the experiences of dealing with the 

philosophical community that puts me above other applicants. Although I have been interested in 

philosophy for quite some time, I have yet to deal with a philosophical topic to the depth and 

rigor as I plan for this one. Likewise, I have yet to deal with the other aspects of a professional 

philosopher’s career. Dr. Naraghi will definitely increase the quality of my work and aid me 

through my inexperience. As someone who actually does philosophy as a career, he will ensure 

my work is of a professional grade and help me through the aspects of professional philosophy I 

am not yet used to. Most importantly, he will improve my research skills in the specific area of 

contemporary philosophical thought. 

 

Expected Outcome:  
I expect to have a highly developed and well thought out research paper by the end of the 

project. By the end of the project, I wish to submit my work into undergraduate philosophy 

journals and hope to get into one. Likewise, I hope to be able to present my research at outside 

philosophy conferences and also wish to present this topic at the Moravian Philosophy 



Conference. Furthermore, I may use this research later in my career in a deeper study into the 

epistemology of disagreement and epistemology in general. In broader sense, this research may 

help me in dealing with those peers that reach different conclusions than me and never seem to 

budge from their beliefs. I wish to, through my conversations with colleagues and events like 

Philosophy Club meetings, lead people, including myself, to question the validity of their beliefs 

and remove the problems caused by being close-minded in one’s beliefs. 


